is the gymnast's pommel horse. Originally, of course, the horse was a real horse, mounted by real riders who then demonstrated their equestrian skills as they do even today in a sport like dressage. Now, as everybody knowsmany to their great sorrow-some horses are better than others, stronger, faster, more easily managed, which confers a distinct advantage upon their fortunate riders. Standardization equalized the competition. The equestrian's stallion became the gymnast's wooden horse. In the nineteenth century, it still looked reasonably equine. In addition to its four wooden legs, the apparatus had a wooden head and a horsehair tail, neither of which has survived the impulse to rationalize. The point of this not-quite-Platonic version of a horse was that it was a standardized piece of equipment that advantaged none of the competitors. A triumph of ludic rationality and a splendid example of what Georges Vigarello calls "deréalisation." 4 A second and more remarkable characteristic of modern sports is the impulse to quantify achievement. This characteristic deserves a little more in the way of comment. We live today in a world of numbers-the Earned Run Average and the Gross Domestic Product, Yards Gained Rushing and the Grade Point Average. In track and field sports, we measure distances to the centimeter and times to the hundredth of a second. In Munich, in 1972, the German organizers of the Olympic games measured the swimmers' times to the thousandth of a second, which meant in at least one case that the winner of the silver medal actually swam faster than the winner of the gold medal. (The explanation is that the spatial difference, that is, the difference in length between the swimmers' lanes, was much greater that the temporal difference.)
When the Olympic games were revived, in 1896, an American observer commented that gymnastic contests were not especially popular because they were not amenable to precise measurement. 5 Today we measure gymnastic scores to three decimal places. Nadia Comenci's 1976 total at the Montreal games was 79.275, which means-we think-that her performance must have better than Ludmilla Tourisheva's at the Munich games four years earlier. After all, Tourisheva scored a mere 77.025.
We live in a world of numbers, but the Greeks did not. Although Pythagoras, Archimedes, Euclid, and others made great contributions to mathematics, Greek civilization was not obsessed with the need to quantify. For them, man was still the measure of all things, not the object of endless measurements. At the Olympic games, there was no attempt to measure times, which would have been difficult. And there was no attempt to measure distances, which would have been easy. The Romans paid somewhat more attention to the numbers, especially at their chariot races, but the quantification of every conceivable sports achievement-from the height of a pole vault to the speed of a tennis serve-is a distinctly modern mania.
The quantification of performance provides the basis for the quantified sports record, a concept unknown before the emergence of modern sports at the end of the seventeenth century. What exactly is a sports record?
